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Adults with autism spectrum disorder (ASD) and co-occurring psychiatric diagnoses face 
challenges in establishing and maintaining employment (Hayward et al., 2019). These difficulties 
may be related to the symptoms of ASD, psychiatric diagnoses, or employer attitudes. 
Vocational rehabilitation (VR) can provide employment-related resources. This study sought to 
understand how adults with ASD view integration into workplace communities and VR services. 
Qualitative data was collected from 20 adults with ASD, 14 of whom reported the presence of at 
least one co-occurring psychiatric condition. Analysis identified themes of the importance of 
contributing in the workplace, a preference for interesting work, and positive workplace 
relationships contributing to feeling integrated into the workplace community. Responses were 
also examined for perspectives on the role of VR in integrating into the workplace community. 
Implications include the importance of attending to individual employment preferences and the 
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION 
Autism spectrum disorder (ASD) is a neurodevelopmental disorder characterized by 
difficulties with social interaction and restricted and repetitive patterns of behavior (American 
Psychiatric Association [APA], 2013). In adulthood, these symptoms contribute to individuals 
with ASD having lower rates of employment compared to the neurotypical population in the 
United States (Ohl et al., 2017), and earning less per hour than other disability groups, such as 
those with speech and language impairments, emotional disorders, and learning disorders (Roux 
et al., 2013). This may be due to a number of factors. The symptomology of ASD itself can pose 
challenges in the workplace because of individual difficulties with social interactions, rigidity 
and preference for predictability and routines, and sensory processing differences. Employer and 
coworker attitudes can also have a negative impact on employment outcomes for adults with any 
disability (Teindl et al., 2018). Many individuals with ASD are also diagnosed with a co-
occurring psychiatric diagnosis (Rosen, et al., 2018), and symptoms associated with psychiatric 
conditions may further hinder this population’s success in integrating into the work environment.   
To provide assistance for these employment challenges, evidence supports that 
Vocational Rehabilitation (VR) services are helpful for individuals with ASD who are seeking 
employment and attempting to maintain employment (Chen et al., 2015). However, little 
research has been conducted to examine how to support adults with ASD and co-occurring 
psychiatric conditions in the workplace, and how these individuals view VR services in the 
process of finding a supportive work community that enables success. The purpose of this 
qualitative study was to determine the workplace preferences of adults with ASD, how this 
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population views their workplace community, defined as a sense of belonging at the place of 
work, and to determine if VR played any role in helping integrate individuals with ASD into the 
workplace.  
Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD) 
 ASD is a condition that is diagnosed when an individual has persistent difficulties with 
social communication and interactions, as well as restricted and repetitive patterns of behavior 
(APA, 2013). Struggles with social communication and interaction present in these individuals as 
challenges with the reciprocity of social interactions, difficulty in understanding and using 
nonverbal aspects of communication, and hardship in understanding and maintaining social 
relationships (APA, 2013). Restricted and repetitive patterns of behavior can include repeated 
motor movements or patterns of speech, difficulty adapting to changes in routines, intense or 
abnormal interests, and over or under reactivity to sensory elements of the environment (APA, 
2013). These symptoms must be present from an early age and must cause impairment in 
important areas of life functioning for a diagnosis of ASD (APA, 2013).  
ASD is classified as a developmental disability because it is a lifelong disorder that 
begins in childhood and causes challenges in adaptive functioning (North Carolina Department 
of Health and Human Services [NCDHHS], 2020). The frequency of diagnosis of ASD has 
increased significantly (Baio et al., 2018). In 2018, it was estimated that approximately one in 54 
children was diagnosed with ASD (Center for Disease Control and Prevention [CDC], 2019). By 
comparison, it was estimated that one in 150 children were diagnosed with ASD in 2000. 
Changes in diagnostic criteria and increased reporting have been cited as potential reasons for the 
increase in prevalence rate (Hansen et al., 2014). Because a growing percentage of the 
population is diagnosed with ASD, this population will comprise a larger percentage of working-
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age adults in the United States. Therefore, it is important to consider how these individuals best 
function in the workplace. Determining which supports, modifications, and types of 
environments these individuals are seeking in their places of work could be useful for increasing 
the employment rate of this population.  
ASD Symptomology and the Workplace 
Several studies have examined the rates of unemployment in the ASD population across 
the spectrum with varying, but poor results. One study examined the employment histories and 
characteristics of individuals who were previously diagnosed with Asperger’s disorder (AD), 
referring to higher-functioning individuals on the autism spectrum (Ohan et al., 2015).  Of the 
254 adults surveyed, 38.6% were unemployed (Ohl et al., 2017). Taylor and Seltzer (2011) 
examined employment outcomes of 66 individuals with ASD across the spectrum who had 
exited the secondary school system. The data revealed low rates of employment and most 
participants spent their time in day programs or sheltered workshops. Only six percent (n=4) of 
the sample was defined as competitively employed (Taylor & Seltzer, 2011). When examining 
employment among transition age youth with ASD specifically, only 55% of transition age youth 
had secured at least one job over the six-year period following high school graduation (Chen et 
al., 2015). Compared to youth of other disability groups, this was the lowest rate of employment 
(Chen et al., 2015). Given any of these estimates, the rate of unemployment and under 
employment for individuals with ASD is much higher than the national unemployment rate of 
3.6% (United States Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2019). 
The role of ASD symptoms and challenges to gaining and maintaining employment for 
adults has also been a focus of research. Muller et al. (2003) identified four major challenges for 
adults with ASD in the workplace. First, individuals with ASD often struggle with the job 
 
 4 
application process itself. Given that a core symptom of ASD is rigidity in established routines, a 
second obstacle is the process of adjusting to a new schedule and routine at a new place of 
employment as well as adapting to a new work schedule or changes in routines at work once they 
have acclimated to a set schedule (Sansoti et al., 2017). A third challenge posed for individuals 
with ASD is difficulty with communication in the workplace (Muller et al., 2003). All 
employment involves some level of communication, which can prove challenging for this 
population.  
Another challenge this population faces is difficulty with social interactions between 
coworkers and supervisors (Muller et al., 2003). Individuals with ASD have difficulty 
understanding social relationships (APA, 2013). Therefore, many individuals with ASD might 
struggle to develop relationships with their coworkers and supervisors through appropriate social 
interaction. Sansoti et al. (2017) discussed symptom-related social challenges for individuals 
with ASD in the workplace that may interfere with employment success. Individuals with ASD 
may be entirely capable of performing the job tasks and have adequate technical knowledge to be 
successful in many places of employment. In fact, in a meta-analysis of 136 studies examining 
factors affecting employment outcomes of individuals with ASD, several workplace strengths of 
this population were described, which included detail orientation, strong morality, high level of 
dependability, and technical expertise (Scott et al., 2019). Despite these unique strengths, this 
population often has difficulty working on team projects, delivering quality customer service, 
and managing stressful situations (Sansoti et al., 2017).  
Another core feature of the symptomology of ASD is unusual reactions to sensory 
information (APA, 2013). This symptom can create difficulties for individuals with ASD in the 
workplace as well. A telephone ringing, unpleasant smells from the kitchen, certain lighting, and 
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cluttered workspaces can be much more difficult for an individual with ASD to tolerate than a 
neurotypical individual (Sansoti et al., 2017). These additional challenges in the workplace may 
contribute to the high unemployment and under employment rate in this population. 
ASD and Co-occurring Psychiatric Conditions 
In addition to the symptoms of ASD and possible negative attitudes of potential 
employers, individuals with ASD often have co-occurring psychiatric conditions (Rosen et al., 
2018). Symptomology associated with psychiatric conditions may interfere with an individual’s 
ability to find employment and be successful in the work environment. Estimates of co-occurring 
psychiatric conditions in the ASD population varies by study. For example, it is estimated 
between 70 and 72% of youth with ASD have co-occurring psychiatric conditions (Rosen et al., 
2018). In a survey comparing 1,507 adults with ASD to 15,070 neurotypical controls, Croen et 
al. (2015) determined 54% of those with ASD were diagnosed with a psychiatric condition. Of 
the participants with ASD, 29% of the sample were diagnosed with an anxiety disorder, 26% 
were diagnosed with depression, 11% were diagnosed with bipolar disorder, 8% were diagnosed 
with obsessive compulsive disorder and 8% were diagnosed with schizophrenia. Compared to 
the controls, adults with ASD were 22 times more likely to have a diagnosis of schizophrenia 
and nearly three times more likely to be diagnosed with depression (Croen et al., 2015). 
 Other studies have estimated the prevalence rate of depression in individuals with ASD 
to be as high as 34% (Stewart et al., 2006). In one preliminary study examining social anxiety 
disorder (SAD) combined with ASD presentation, 50% of the participants with ASD (n=26) met 
criteria for SAD (Maddox & White, 2015). Gillberg et al. (2016) examined the presence of 
psychiatric disorders among 50 adult men who had been diagnosed with AD as children and 
found 28% of the sample were currently diagnosed with depression and 22% were diagnosed 
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with an anxiety disorder. Although estimates differ, prevalence rates of psychiatric conditions 
appear to be higher in individuals with ASD compared to the neurotypical population.  
To date, no studies have examined how individuals with both ASD and a co-occurring 
psychiatric condition fare in the workplace. This specific population may face more complex 
challenges than those individuals with ASD without the presence secondary psychiatric 
diagnosis. For example, those with SAD may have a heightened awareness of their social deficits 
(Maddox & White, 2015), which may make it difficult to interact socially with coworkers. 
Furthermore, Gillberg et al. (2016) reported the presence of a psychiatric disorder was found to 
be negatively correlated with Global Assessment of Functioning (GAF) scores at a significant 
level, which measures functioning in several domains. Given the association between psychiatric 
comorbidities and declining levels of overall functioning, these individuals may have more 
difficulty functioning in a work setting. Although there is limited data on how individuals with 
ASD and comorbid psychiatric conditions function within the workplace, they may face 
particular challenges related to the unique symptom presentation.  
Employer and Coworker Perceptions 
Work is typically a source of natural support as well as an opportunity for social 
engagement, but employer attitudes and perspectives on disability can pose challenges in the 
workplace for any disability group, including the ASD population. Rashid et al. (2017) 
interviewed employment support providers for their professional point of view on how 
individuals with developmental disabilities can be best supported in the workplace. One major 
challenge identified was negative attitudes of employers toward people with developmental 
disabilities, which creates an unwelcoming work environment for these individuals (Rashid et 
al., 2017). Another study specifically examined how individuals with developmental disabilities 
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experience the workplace and compared the experiences of individuals with visible disabilities 
versus invisible disabilities. ASD can be viewed as an invisible disability because there are no 
physical features of ASD and difficulties caused by symptoms may not always be readily 
apparent to others (Teindl et al., 2018). For example, difficulties processing sensory information 
and communication deficits, which are core components of ASD (APA, 2013), may go unnoticed 
by others, including employers (Neely & Hunter, 2014). Findings indicate that employers were 
more likely to be fearful and have negative attitudes toward those with invisible disabilities 
compared to those with visible disabilities (Teindl et al., 2018).  
There is also increasing pressure to disclose one’s disability status in order to have 
supports put in place in the work environment (Teindl et al., 2018). However, individuals may 
not wish to disclose their disability status to employers because many adults with ASD socially 
camouflage themselves. Social camouflaging refers to individuals hiding their symptoms 
associated with ASD (Mandy, 2019). Adults with ASD, and particularly women with ASD, 
report camouflaging frequently in formal settings such as the workplace, in order to integrate 
with the neurotypical population (Cage & Troxell-Whitman, 2019). Because camouflaging is 
very prevalent in the ASD community, individuals may not receive the services they need 
(Mandy, 2019), which may include supports in the workplace. Even for those who do disclose 
their disability status, individuals with invisible disabilities have more difficulty receiving job 
accommodations than those with visible disabilities (Teindl et al., 2018). All these factors within 






Promising Workplace Supports 
Given these added challenges for individuals with ASD, a few studies have examined 
how to best support this population in the workplace from their perspective. One study examined 
“employment enablers,” or features of employment that help individuals maintain their 
employment (Hayward et al., 2019). The authors found that, compared to their neurotypical 
peers, individuals with ASD were more likely to report understanding and patience from their 
supervisors, less contact with co-workers, and accommodations for their sensory needs as 
important employment enablers (Hayward et al., 2019). These accommodations could be easily 
implemented in many places of employment. 
Hedley et al. (2017) examined employment enablers of nine individuals with ASD in a 
supported employment setting. Participants in this qualitative study were employed for seven 
months as software analysts in a company that promoted the employment of individuals with 
ASD. Following their employment, the participants engaged in focus groups to identify enablers 
and challenges of their employment experience. Participants in this study also highlighted the 
importance of supportive employees in the work environment, as well as accommodations for 
sensory needs, as important employment enablers (Hedley et al., 2017). For example, the ability 
to wear headphones proved to be a very important accommodation for one participant. Specific 
strategies used by supervisors were also described as helpful in the work environment, including 
hosting social events at the beginning of employment, providing clear and direct instructions for 
work tasks, and reminding employees to stay on task if they became distracted (Hedley et al., 
2017). These are important considerations for employers when hiring individuals with ASD. It is 
important to note that this study was conducted in a supported employment environment 
specifically for people with ASD, and individuals with ASD will not always be employed in such 
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a supportive work setting. However, these accommodations could be fairly simple to implement 
in a variety of work environments.  
Vocational Rehabilitation (VR) Services and Individuals with ASD 
  VR services can provide useful training, resources, and ongoing support for individuals 
with any disability in the workplace (VR, 2019). These services can be beneficial for individuals 
with ASD to find and maintain employment. Research has shown that individuals with ASD who 
use VR services can often benefit from these resources (Alverson & Yamamoto, 2017).  
 Alverson & Yamamoto (2017) collected data from VR offices across the United States 
over a 10-year period from 2003 until 2012 for individuals with ASD who used services. They 
found that individuals with ASD comprised 1% of all VR cases during this time period 
(Alverson & Yamamoto, 2017). A successful exit from VR services is defined as the individual 
achieving an employment outcome. During this 10-year period, 37.5% of all individuals with 
ASD achieved a successful exit from VR services (Alverson & Yamamoto, 2017). However, 
another study found that, even when individuals with ASD use VR services and successfully 
exited services, they are often under employed. Many individuals who gained employment 
worked few hours, earned low wages, and were often overqualified for their entry level positions 
(Chen et al., 2015). Also of note was that the percentage of successful exits did not improve over 
the 10-year span, even though the number of cases of individuals with ASD utilizing VR services 
increased greatly over the decade (Alverson & Yamamoto, 2017).  
For those who achieved a successful exit, the most frequently used services included 
diagnosis and treatment services, job placement assistance, and on the job supports (Alverson & 
Yamamoto, 2017). Those who achieved an employment outcome received a greater number of 
services within VR compared to those who did not gain employment. It was noted that services 
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such as communication skill building were provided infrequently to this population, even though 
this is a service that could benefit this population greatly (Alverson & Yamamoto, 2017). 
Training and education on the job application and interview process is also important in order for 
this population to gain employment (Wilczynski et al., 2013). Providing support with the social 
and communicative aspects of the application process and work environment could therefore be 
helpful for establishing and maintaining employment.  
A review of the literature pertaining to VR services for the ASD population found that 
technology-based supports were important services. For example, individuals who watched video 
recordings of job behaviors and those who received online job coaching had successful 
employment outcomes (Nicholas et al., 2015). This is consistent with providing visual supports 
for individuals with ASD as an evidence-based practice (Chen et al., 2015). Lack of visual 
supports for this population may contribute to lower rates of successful exits within VR.  
 While a moderate percentage of individuals with ASD using VR services are achieving 
successful employment outcomes, it is unclear as to how these services could be improved from 
the perspectives of those with ASD. If the individuals in these studies were not connected with 
VR, it is possible that they may not have achieved employment at all. However, there is room for 
growth in both the percentage of VR cases receiving a successful exit and in improving the 
quality of employment that they gain. Furthermore, no studies to date have examined how VR 
services can directly address the unique needs of individuals with ASD and co-occurring 
psychiatric conditions. More information is needed to understand how this population can be 
supported in the workplace by their employers, and how VR services can aid in the process of 




The Purpose of the Current Study 
 Much of the above noted literature on employment and ASD has focused on challenges 
faced in the workplace and VR services that are related to employment outcomes. Few studies 
have directly asked adults with ASD what they perceive as helpful in the workplace and how this 
population views VR services in the process of becoming integrated into the work community. 
Furthermore, few studies have examined how individuals fare in the workplace when they have a 
diagnosis of ASD and co-occurring psychiatric conditions. Workplaces can serve as meaningful 
environments for social interaction, and these interactions can contribute to feelings of 
community integration for the disability community as well as the neurotypical population. 
The purpose of the present study was to gather qualitative data on how adults with ASD 
view their workplace communities, what they find helpful in the workplace, and how they view 
VR services. Information was collected regarding the individual’s ideal work environment and 
supports as well as VR’s influence on employment outcomes. The study aimed to broadly 
answer the following research questions: 1.) What are the views and preferences of workplace 
communities for adults with ASD? 2.) How can this population be best integrated into the work 
community, from their point of view?, and 3.) How do adults with ASD view VR services in 
relation to integrating into their workplace communities?  
Answers to these research questions are needed to develop an understanding of which 
supports from employers are important for this population and which work environments these 
individuals seek. This information is helpful for rehabilitation counselors as well as potential 












CHAPTER 2: METHODS 
Participants 
The participants in the present study were drawn from Dr. Dara Chan’s Global 
Positioning System (GPS)/Geographic Information System (GIS) Community Integration Study. 
This larger project collected data on how adults with ASD are participating and integrating into 
the broader community. The larger study was comprised of 40 participants, while the present 
study was comprised of 20 participants, which were selected from the sample for the larger 
study. The current study began half-way through data collection of the larger study. Most (n=16) 
of the participants were selected from the remaining 20 participants of the larger study. After 
approximately 30 participants had completed the larger study, all past participants were 
contacted to inform them of an opportunity to participate in another interview regarding work 
community and the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on their community participation. Four 
participants in the current study enrolled through this follow-up interview opportunity.  
Participants were between the ages of 25 and 65 at the time of study participation and had 
a documented diagnosis of ASD and an Intelligence Quotient (IQ) of 70 or above. All 
participants were living in North Carolina and were recruited through the University of North 
Carolina Registry for Autism Research. Diagnoses of ASD and IQ scores were verified through 
the Registry as part of the recruitment selection process. IQ scores were reported in submitted 
psychological reports to the Registry. In the case that an IQ score was not available, a previous 
diagnosis of AD was used to satisfy IQ requirement. Diagnoses of psychiatric conditions were 
drawn from participant self-reported responses to a question on a survey, which was completed 
 
 13 
for the larger study prior to the first interview to collect demographic information. In the survey, 
participants had the option to self-report one or multiple psychiatric conditions by selecting from 
a list of common comorbid conditions. There was also an option to add an “other” diagnosis in 
the section of the survey if their diagnosis was not listed in the options. These diagnoses were not 
verified by a mental health professional.  
Procedure 
Two in-person or online interviews were completed by the researcher or Dr. Dara Chan 
for the larger Community Integration study using semi-structured interview guides. For the 
purpose of the current study, additional questions were added to both interviews. In the first 
study interview, participants who were currently employed were asked the following questions:  
1) What are your responsibilities at your current job? 2) How many hours per week do you 
work? 3) How long have you held this job? 4) What is your work environment like (quiet, busy, 
organized, etc.)?, and 5) Do you like your current job? Why or why not? These questions were 
derived in order to understand workplace preferences among this population. 
During the second interview, all participants, regardless of employment status, were 
asked the following questions: 1.) Have you ever used Vocational Rehabilitation? 2.) What was 
your experience of Vocational Rehabilitation? 3.) Did you find these services helpful? Why or 
why not?, and 5.) Did Vocational Rehabilitation services help you to feel more integrated into 
the work community? If yes, how so? These questions were created in order to gather information 
about participants’ experience of VR services.  
Also, during the second interview, participants who had held employment at least once in 
their lives, were asked the following questions: 1.) What was your favorite job? 2.) What made 
that your favorite job? 3.) Have you ever felt a part of your work community? What was that 
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like? 4.) Did you ever have an employer who helped you to feel a part of the work environment? 
What did they do? 5.) Did you ever have coworkers that helped you feel a part of your work 
community? What did they do?, and 6.) What is most important to you in the workplace? The 
primary purpose of these questions is to gain an understanding of how this population views 
integration into the workplace community.  
If participants were employed at the time of the interview, they were asked: 1.) Do you 
feel a part of your work community? Why or why not? If the participants were not currently 
employed, they were asked the following questions: 1.) Do you want to find paid employment? 
Why or why not? 2.) What would you want to tell your future employers and coworkers about 
yourself in order to be best supported in the workplace? For participants who had never been 
employed in their lifetime, they were asked the following questions: 1.) What is your dream job? 
2.) What would your ideal work community look like? 
Following the interviews, data collected from the interviews was reviewed and a 
summary was created and sent by email to each participant as a form of member checking. 
Participants were asked to confirm if the summary was accurate and describe any important 
discrepancies.  
Analysis 
The interviews were recorded and transcribed verbatim by a third party. After half of the 
data sample was collected (n=10), the researcher read each transcription twice in order to 
become familiar with participant responses. The transcription was coded by the researcher, using 
open coding methods, to examine responses for themes related to how the participants viewed 
the workplace community and the role of VR services in the process. Quotes of interest were 
highlighted throughout this process and possible descriptors were noted on the transcripts. From 
 
 15 
these notes, initial themes were identified. Specific quotes were gathered and used to illustrate 
emerging themes. Several themes were identified illustrating themes related to research questions 
1, 2 and 3 in this stage of analysis.   
After initial themes were identified, some were consolidated, and subthemes were 
removed to better represent overarching findings. When data collection was complete (n=20), the 
researcher examined participant responses for new themes, but the data was consistent with the 
























CHAPTER 3: RESULTS 
 The sample consisted of 20 participants. Ages ranged from 28 to 62 years (M= 42). Of 
the participants, 65% (13/20) were male, 60% (12/20) were employed, 70% (14/20) self-reported 
at least one co-occurring psychiatric diagnosis, and 35% (7/20) self-reported more than one 
psychiatric disorder. The sample was predominately white (18/20), with only two participants 
(10%) representing a minority race. All participants had at least a high school education. Of the 
participants, 10% (2/20) had obtained a 2-year degree, 10% (2/20) had obtained a 4-year degree, 
20% (4/20) obtained an advanced degree, and 40% (8/20) had attended a post-secondary 
institution but did not complete a degree. Participants were employed in a variety of occupations. 
Table 1 describes participant demographics in detail.  
Table 1: Participant Demographics 
Table 1 includes the pseudonym, age, sex, employment status, general occupation, psychiatric 
diagnosis or diagnoses, race and education level of the participants.  






Leah 36 Female Unemployed N/A Depression Black High 
school 






Michael 29 Male Employed Landscaping Anxiety White Some 
college 
Travis 54 Male Employed Information 
technology 
Depression White Advanced 
degree 








Barry 49 Male Employed Information 
technology 
Depression White 4-year 
degree 
Jeffrey 27 Male Unemployed N/A N/A White Some 
college 
Isaac 29 Male Employed Grocery 
clerk 
N/A White High 
school 




Danielle 35 Female Employed Drug store 
clerk 
Anxiety White Some 
college 







Mark 37 Male Unemployed N/A N/A White High 
school 
certificate 
Kristen 39 Female Unemployed N/A Anxiety White Some 
college 




David 61 Male Employed Tool 
technician 
N/A White 2-year 
degree 
Bill 46 Male Employed Fast food 
employee 
N/A Black Some 
college 




Warren 49 Male Employed Material 
handling 
Anxiety White Some 
college 








Results related to each research question are described in the sections below. Themes 
related to preferences and views of workplace communities, ideas of how to be best integrated 
into the work community and views regarding VR services among adults with ASD are 
described. Direct quotes from interviews are included to illuminate each theme. Pseudonyms 
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were assigned to each participant and are used throughout this section. Quotations were edited 
slightly for clarity as well.  
Views and Preferences of Workplace Communities 
 Four themes emerged related to the preferences in workplace settings and communities in 
adults with ASD. These themes included 1.) Confidence and contributions; 2.) Interesting and 
challenging work: “It shouldn’t be too easy”; 3.) Earning compensation; and 4.) Establishing 
independence and autonomy. 
Theme 1: Confidence and Contributions 
 Many participants discussed the importance of feeling confident and the ability to make a 
meaningful contribution as a preference within their workplace communities. Michael, who had 
recently established employment 5 months prior as a ground’s maintenance worker, stated he 
enjoyed his current position because it was something he could do. When asked what was most 
important in the workplace, he responded, “Being able to perform the job duties as instructed and 
being able to do so along with my coworkers.” To Michael, feeling confident is his ability to 
perform his job duties was an important workplace preference. Similarly, Barry, who worked as 
a network infrastructure consultant for over two decades, stated, “Uh, [I’m] well-respected, I've 
been doing it for 20 years. Um, you know, I have a lot of, uh, companies that are interested in 
getting me to review, comment, participate, you know.” Walter, a data analyst, also commented, 
“I definitely feel like I'm at my prime at work.” Understanding expectations, being capable of 
completing job duties and excelling at work were noted as important preferences.  
Beyond the importance of feeling confident at work, participants commented on their 
ability to make a valuable contribution within their workplace communities and professions. For 
example, when asked why Michael felt a part of his work community, he reported, “I feel like 
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I’ve made a contribution to the work.” He worked on a crew with four to six other employees 
and felt he was able to contribute meaningfully within his community of coworkers. Isaac also 
spoke of his ability to make a contribution to his place of work.  Speaking of his previous 
employment as a manager at a hookah bar, he stated: 
I handled pretty much everything else day-to-day there. He [My employer] even let me 
handle, like, um, staffing decisions and stuff. Yeah. And it was great. You know, it was 
cool. Like, uh, he let me play whatever music I wanted over the stereo.  
Contributing by being in charge of the day-to-day operations in his previous employment was an 
important preference.  
On a larger scale, Barry described making a valuable contribution within his profession 
of technology. He commented, “I’m bringing some, you know, value to the table. I’m not being a 
presenter or anything. It’s just ... I’m, you know, well-liked and respected in those communities.” 
He indicated he was able to contribute to his profession at large, beyond the scope of his small 
company, by discussing his expertise of information technology at conferences with colleagues, 
which helped him feel respected within his profession. 
Theme 2: Interesting and Challenging Work: “It shouldn’t be too easy” 
 While feeling confident and competent in job duties was noted as important, many 
participants also commented on the desire for work that was challenging and required problem 
solving skills and abilities. Travis worked as a customer success director, which involved 
managing the training curriculum for his information technology company. When asked about 
his favorite job, he stated the following:  
Yeah, and that and the job itself, it shouldn’t be too easy. I have to have something to 
think [about] and I like solving problems. Um, some jobs are hard in the way that um, 
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you know, finding a needle in a haystack is-is hard, or pushing a boulder up a hill is hard. 
But that, that’s not what I mean. I mean, mentally challenging.”  
Securing a position which involves mental energy and stimulation, as opposed to tedious tasks, 
was an important preference.  
Similarly, Jerry, speaking of his previous position working as a soil technician, 
commented on how he enjoyed solving problems at work. When asked what made being a soil 
technician his favorite job, he replied, “The everyday changing puzzles of life [laughs] I guess 
you can call them. The constant chance of finding a new problem to solve or a new – something 
you haven't seen yet before.” Barry also illuminated this theme. When he was asked what was 
most important to him in the workplace, he stated, “Um, I mean it's the flexibility, the freedom, 
the compensation, um, the interesting things that I get to do. Um, you know, I've had some really 
unique projects and had to really stretch my understanding of topics.” Barry mentioned many 
important preferences within this quote and elaborated on his enjoyment of gaining technical 
expertise and knowledge through his profession. Employment requiring problem solving 
abilities, mental energy as well as opportunities to learn new information was highlighted by 
participants as contributing to enjoyment in their positions.   
Theme 3: Earning Compensation 
A few participants, like Barry noted above, commented on the importance of 
compensation in their positions.  Specifically, when asked what was most important in the 
workplace, three participants stated earning compensation was of high importance. For example, 
when asked this question, Isaac commented, “Mmm. I guess I would say as far as, like – the 
number-one thing that would cause me to pick one job over another would probably be the 
money.” Danielle, who worked as a clerk at a drug store, also responded similarly. She stated, “I 
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guess, you know, um, making friends and earning money.” For some participants, the ability to 
earn compensation was a motivating factor in maintaining employment.  
Theme 4: Establishing Independence and Autonomy 
The importance of independence and autonomy at work also emerged as a theme of the 
preferred work community. Participants enjoyed the ability to have freedom in places of work 
and to make decisions impacting their work. Specifically, participants enjoyed time alone at 
work and also enjoyed the ability to have flexibility and variety in both schedule and work 
activities.  
 Under the theme of independence and autonomy, some participants indicated a 
preference for little contact with coworkers. For example, Leah described her previous position 
at a daycare facility as her favorite employment setting. When asked what about that particular 
job made it her favorite position, she responded, “Because it was outside, and it wasn’t a lot of 
contact with coworkers. And I liked that.” Leah indicated she preferred limited interaction with 
her coworkers at this setting. Comparably, Travis discussed how too much interaction and time 
spent with coworkers made it difficult to focus, stating: 
 Um, it’s really hard for me for example, when- during the workday when I’ve got a 
bunch of meetings spread throughout the day. Um, or have to work on several different 
projects at once. Or, there are people interrupting me with questions or problems or 
anything. Um, I-I work much better when I’m able to focus my attention. 
Travis preferred to work alone in order to have extended time without distractions to focus his 
energy on his job tasks. Related to this quote, Emily, who identified a position as a stocker at a 
bookstore as her favorite job, stated, “And there were times when I could just go off by myself 
and do my own thing. I would be stocking shelves or I would be reorganizing a section. I 
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reorganized all the sections.” The ability to be alone at work was an important preference and 
also reduced her stress level while working.  
In addition to the importance of alone time supporting independence at work, a variety of 
work activities and flexibility of work schedule was an important preference for some 
participants. Barry commented how the flexibility of his work schedule was helpful in his family 
life. He reported, “So it's – it's one of those things where, uh, having the flexibility is a benefit to 
my family.” He was able to create his own schedule, which gave him the freedom to participate 
in some of the caretaking responsibilities of his son. Others commented on enjoying different 
activities and settings. For example, Michael, who worked in several different settings around a 
military base in his position as a ground maintenance worker, commented that he enjoyed the 
change of scenery at his job.  
In conclusion, finding work where participants could demonstrate competence but also 
felt challenged and provided flexibility and autonomy emerged as themes related to preferences 
of workplace communities among these adults with ASD.  Beyond these job features, 
participants also described specific features that contributed to feeling integrated into the work 
community.  
Preferences for Integrating into the Work Community 
 Three themes emerged related to how adults with ASD think they can be integrated into 
their work communities. These themes include: 1.) Positive coworker relationships; 2.) 
Supportive management; and 3.) Self-disclosure of disability status and self-advocacy. Each 





Theme 1: Positive Coworker Relationships 
 Several participants commented on positive relationships with coworkers as helping them 
feel integrated into the work community. For example, Leah commented on how her coworkers 
assisted her with job tasks and were also considerate of her needs, reporting, “They helped me do 
my job or they asked me, ‘did I want lunch?’ And some of them like gave me a ride home and 
stuff like that.” Michael also illustrated the importance of helpful coworkers when he described 
how they aided with his job duties. Specifically, he stated, “They’ve uh, trained me on the-on the 
job. And have given me advice to improve my work.” Travis also described the importance of 
his relationships with coworkers as a primary reason for enjoying any particular job. He stated, 
“Yeah, I think [sighs], whether or not I liked a job, um, depended mostly on the people that I 
worked with. If they were smart and decent people.” Establishing positive relationships with 
coworkers helped these participants feel involved in the work community.  
Similarly, when asked if he had ever had coworkers who helped him feel a part of the 
work community, Isaac responded, “Um, yeah. Like, I mean, I get along really well with most of 
the people at the Food Lion. You know, there are, uh, a couple of the grocery guys that I talk to.” 
Danielle also demonstrated this theme when asked about her current employment, stating, “I like 
the people there. Mainly. And I have a friend there even. And we have some stuff in common. 
We both love Rug Rats.” When asked how her coworkers had helped her feel a part of the 
workplace community, she noted, “You know, uh, like I could laugh, I could laugh and joke with 
[them].” Establishing friendly relations, sharing common interests and receiving help from 
coworkers contributed to the perception of positive work environments and helped these 




Theme 2: Supportive Supervisors 
Related to positive relationships with coworkers, participants specifically commented on 
how supportive management also helped them to feel a part of their work communities. For 
example, Walter commented on how management in his data analyst position supported him, 
noting, “Um, I excel there. Uh, I – they encourage me to learn, encourage me to share. I have an 
awesome mentor, who, uh, has tried to basically accelerate my career.” Having a supportive 
mentor who encouraged him to share his ideas and offered support in his long-term career goals 
helped Walter to feel a part of his workplace community. Emily also illustrated this theme when 
she spoke of her previous employer when she worked as a stocker at a bookstore:  
We had a manager that everybody loved – to the extent that there was a party for her 
when she – when she left. [laughs]. She just took, uh, took time to check in with 
everybody and, uh, learn, learn a little bit about their lives. 
 Feeling as though her manager cared about her beyond her work performance was helpful for 
Emily. Isaac also commented, “But, like, I like the people I work with. You know, the 
management's competent and helpful. You know, it's, uh, it's actually one of the better job 
experiences I've had.” Helpful management was important for Isaac’s sense of work community. 
Jerry also commented on the importance of management, noting, “And being able to feel like 
your bosses have your back the whole time, whether you're right or wrong, really, that they're 
gonna do – support you and help you learn from your mistakes.” For Jerry, having a loyal 
employer who would help him learn from his mistakes was an important factor in workplace 
community integration.   
Beyond supervisors offering support, participants also commented on the importance of 
employer appreciation and recognition. For example, when asked what had helped Walter feel a 
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part of his work community, he discussed his mentor and tech lead, stating, “I mean the fact that 
I can definitely tell like I'm valued for my strengths.” Isaac also commented on how he felt 
valued by his employers, by noting, “I feel like, you know, they appreciate me and that– you 
know, we can come to each other if we need stuff. It's actually been a great job experience.” 
Feeling appreciated by their supervisors and management teams promoted some participants to 
feel a sense of belonging and community in their work settings.   
Theme 3: Self-Disclosure of Disability Status and Self Advocacy 
  Utilizing self-disclosure about a diagnosis of ASD was described as helpful in some 
cases, as it allowed coworkers and employers to better understand work habits and behaviors of 
participants. Isaac commented on his use of self-disclosure of disability status:  
 I mean, usually, you know, if there is an issue, if there is, like, an autism-related thing, I 
just point out, ‘Yeah, I'm autistic. I'm on the spectrum.’ And they're like, ‘Oh, okay. 
Well, that makes a lot of sense.’ It's like, ‘Okay, well, just, you know, be blunt with me.’ 
But usually once they know what's going on and I explain to them how to handle it, 
everything's fine.  
Isaac felt discussing his diagnosis of ASD was helpful because it aided coworkers’ 
understanding. Related to self-disclosure, Barry described a situation in which his supervisor 
called him “Rain Man” at a conference. Barry took the opportunity to self-advocate for himself 
by stating:  
At the time, you know, I did have to talk to him about it and say, ‘Hey ... I'm actually on 
the spectrum.’ You know? I ... didn't know if he didn't know. I don't know that I had told 
him on the front end, given the prior experience. I mean if you're in the IT space, there's – 
to a degree – a presumption of that you might be or you are. You know, there's the Venn 
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diagram, you know, geek, nerd, something else and, you know. So, he doesn't do it 
anymore. He'll still do things that he doesn't quite get. Like, he's given me a hard time. 
Sometimes, I make distinctions without a difference. Uh, which is, kind of a spectrum 
trait. And, um, then I'll catch him doing it. I'm like you know, ribbing him back. So, it's, 
it's good-natured.  
 Explaining his disability status and educating his boss about insensitive comments helped him to 
feel more comfortable at his place of work in the future.  
 Good working relationships with coworkers, supportive and appreciative employers and 
utilizing self-disclosure with coworkers and employers emerged as important themes related to 
workplace community integration. In the next section, themes regarding the views of VR 
services among adults with ASD are described. 
View of VR Services in Relation to Integrating into Workplace Communities 
Interview results revealed three themes related to how adults with ASD view VR 
services. These themes included: 1.) Helpful Supports: “I wasn’t on my own there”; 2.) 
Community Connections; and 3.) Ineffective Service Provision. Sixteen of the 20 participants 
had at least been referred to VR services, and only one of the participants was actively utilizing 
VR services at the time of study participation. Results and illustrative quotes are provided below.  
Theme 1: Helpful Supports: “I wasn’t on my own there.” 
Some participants described helpful supports provided by VR services. For example, 
when asked about her experience of VR, Danielle stated, “I say I had a good one. You know, I 
had a nice job coach that helped me.” Upon further prompting, she explained her job coach had 
assisted her in finding a paid position. Another participant, Katherine also described her 
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experience of VR as positive in providing information and a job coach who was helpful. Both 
participants felt VR provided them with helpful supports in their work settings.  
 VR service providers also helped participants familiarize themselves with coworkers, 
which was helpful in integrating into the work community. Emily commented, “And they, they 
encouraged me to get to know my coworkers and that sort of thing.” Later in the interview, she 
stated, “They just, sort of gave me a feeling that I wasn't on my own there.” These supports 
helped participants to acclimate to different work settings and to feel more involved with their 
coworkers.  
Theme 2: Community Connections 
Participants also described how VR provided them with important community 
connections, even when direct services were not provided. For example, Katherine described her 
experience of VR, “They are like a good, like a good link to other services if you need them.” 
Michael also described how VR provided him with important connections. He was referred to a 
different agency by VR, which eventually led to the establishment of employment. When asked 
if he thought VR services were helpful, he responded, “They were able to send my case to 
Service Source, which is basically a com- a competing company within the private sector and 
they were able to help me get my job. “Although these participants did not receive direct 
interventions, VR services connected these participants with community resources they found 
useful.  
Theme 3: Ineffective Service Provision 
  Although many participants commented on benefits associated with VR services, others 
commented on how VR counselors had large caseloads and therefore could not provide 
individualized interventions. Participants also commented on the slow process of service 
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dissemination. Illustrating the slow process of eligibility determination and the potential 
consequences, Isaac commented:  
 I actually – I actually qualified for them. Um, actually, years ago when I was first 
diagnosed, they told me to go to them for help with job placement and stuff, and I did. 
And by the time they got back – by the time they returned my calls, I had already found a 
job and didn't need 'em anymore.…. And then they finally called me. And I'm like, ‘Well, 
I already got a job. I don't know what else you can do for me.’ They were like, ‘Well, we 
can help with advocacy with your – with management.’ And I'm like, ‘I don't really need 
that. I'm on pretty good terms with my managers.’ 
 After becoming eligible for services, Isaac had already established employment and therefore 
did not see services as warranted. Similarly, Michael commented on his general experience of 
VR services, indicating he thought service provision was slow. Both of these participants 
illustrate the slow process of VR services which may contribute to a perceived negative 
experience.  
A few participants also commented on VR service providers’ lack of ability to provide 
individualized services because counselors had very large caseloads. For example, Leah 
commented, “Um, It [VR services] wasn’t really helpful. Um, they- ‘cause they have a lot of 
people. They don’t really have enough people to do one-on-one.” She thought the overcrowded 
nature of VR services prevented her from receiving individualized services. Jerry commented on 
how he was unable to receive services, stating, “Don't remember when, but I think I tried to get 
in over here. Couldn't, 'cause it's so – been so overcrowded.” Large caseloads of VR service 
providers were perceived as a barrier to individualized service provision.  
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In some cases, VR services helped secure positions, but participants either did not enjoy 
the work or could not sustain the position due to stressful working conditions. Walter described a 
position he secured as a clerk at a drug store with the help of VR services in college. He 
indicated he did not enjoy the employment he gained through services, stating, “I mean it got me 
a job, but I didn't really like that – I didn't like working at CVS at all.” Similarly, Emily noted the 
jobs she attained through VR services were not in settings she could sustain. She commented, 
“But, um, the jobs that I could get [with VR] were just not jobs that I could hold down. Um, they 
were, like, retail or food service jobs.” Both of these participants demonstrate how VR services 
were helpful in regard to establishing employment, but in the view of these individuals, in jobs 






















CHAPTER 4: DISCUSSION 
 This study sought to understand the views and preferences of adults with ASD related to 
their workplaces and how they can be best integrated into their work communities. A number of 
key findings were illuminated in the present study including a preference for feeling confident, 
mentally stimulated and having a degree of flexibility in work settings while also feeling 
supported by coworkers and employers. Importantly, adults with ASD want to feel challenged 
and interested in their work. Previous literature suggests a potential for success among this 
population in the field of information technology (Scott et al., 2019), and this finding may 
explain that adults with ASD excel in this field because they are challenged by the work 
involved. Specifically, two participants described feeling confident and capable within their jobs 
in the information technology field. Beyond employment in the information technology field, 
seeking other employment opportunities that are challenging and based on individual interest 
may support job retention in this population. Another important finding is participants in a range 
of occupations, from those in the field of information technology to those working as grocery 
clerks, stated a preference for feeling confident and making a contribution in their work settings. 
Offering opportunities for contribution in any job setting may be helpful in promoting 
employment among this population. Finally, findings illuminate split views on the effectiveness 
of VR services. Participants shared perspectives of desiring more individual attention from VR 
counselors and faster job placement, which may improve the rate of successful exit outcomes 
from VR for this population (Alverson & Yamamoto, 2017).  
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As noted above, participants were divided on their views of VR providing useful 
services. Some participants commented on how they provided helpful supports, such as job 
coaches, and enabled them to connect to other important community supports. A few participants 
also discussed how VR services had been helpful through job placement services and on-the-job 
supports in the form of job coaches. Alverson and Yamamoto (2017) discussed these as the most 
common VR services provided to individuals with ASD. However, participants also commented 
on the slow process of service dissemination, overcrowded offices, and job placements which did 
not match individual preferences. Chen et al. (2015) described how adults with ASD who utilize 
VR services often obtain employment in jobs for which they are overqualified and under paid. 
Findings from the current study support this idea. Even those who achieved successful exits from 
VR services may not have obtain positions that were well matched for their skills and potential. 
Placements in these low-paying jobs often involve repetitive tasks and lack a demand for 
problem solving ability. Based on the current findings, attending to the identified preference for 
interesting and challenging work, placement in jobs that require mental energy and problem-
solving ability may be more beneficial for this population and long-term employment success. 
Participants in the current study also drew attention to the desire for more individualized 
attention when working with VR counselors. Policy change in VR offices related to reducing 
caseloads among counselors or providing referrals for individualized services through 
community rehabilitation providers to allow for this individual attention may be important for 
providing adequate support for this population.  
In addition to these new findings, themes involving the importance of relationships and 
connecting with others, whether helpful supervisors or kind coworkers, in work settings 
emerged, which supports findings from previous literature (Hayward et al., 2019; Hedley et al., 
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2017). Many participants commented on the enjoyment of interaction with their coworkers and 
members of management teams. The desire for both supportive supervisors and coworkers has 
been demonstrated as a preference in this population in previous studies (Hayward et al., 2019; 
Hedley et al., 2017), and the results of the present study support this idea. Conversely, three 
participants described a preference for working alone. Hayward et al. (2019) also demonstrated 
individuals with ASD prefer limited contact with coworkers and the current study also confirms 
this previously demonstrated preference. However, even when the participants in the current 
study cited a preference for working alone, all participants highlighted the importance of positive 
relationships with coworkers and supervisors. Muller et al. (2017) indicated individuals with 
ASD often struggle with coworker relationships, which can hinder employment success. Even if 
these individuals struggle with social interactions at work or sometimes prefer to be alone while 
working, results from the current study support that coworker and supervisor relationships were 
nonetheless important components for integrating into the work community.   
 Related to relationships in the workplace, self-disclosure of disability status also emerged 
as an important theme. Specifically, two participants described how self-disclosure and self-
advocacy had helped them be successful in the workplace. Tiendl et al. (2018) describe the 
recent pressure to disclose disability status in the workplace. Although this pressure may not 
always be ideal if unwanted, participants in the current study highlighted how self-disclosure can 
be useful to allow coworkers and supervisors to have a better understanding of workplace 
behavior as it relates to the symptomology of ASD.  
Implications for Practice for Rehabilitation Counselors 
From the perspective of adults with ASD, speeding up the process of eligibility 
determination and attending to consumer preferences may be helpful in increasing the number of 
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successful exits of individuals with ASD from VR. Some participants described how VR 
counselors were able to connect them with other community rehabilitation programs, which were 
able to provide more individualized services. If individualized services cannot be provided by 
VR counselors themselves, referring clients to other community rehabilitation programs may be 
a potential solution.  Seeking flexible, supportive environments where individuals feel valued 
and capable of job tasks may serve to support better employment outcomes in this population. 
Attending to relationships within workplace settings, even if the individual prefers to work alone 
at times, could be helpful in promoting better employment outcomes as well.  Counselors may 
even seek to provide social support for clients when beginning a new job to foster relationships 
with coworkers and employers. Furthermore, finding work that is mentally stimulating and 
requires problem solving ability may be useful for this population. Additionally, helping a client 
prepare to self-disclose disability status may help them to feel more integrated into their work 
communities. Finally, rehabilitation counselors may seek to provide follow along support after 
individuals with ASD obtain employment, particularly if they secure entry level positions. This 
would allow VR counselors to explore opportunities for growth within employment settings. 
Specifically, follow along support may prevent this population from remaining in positions for 
which they are overqualified and help them break out of established routines to advance their 
careers.  
There were a variety of themes and differences among viewpoints within the sample of 
participants. Rehabilitation counselors can seek input from individuals on what they value in the 
workplace and then aid them in finding compatible environments. Training on specific job tasks 
may help individuals feel confident and capable as well, which was noted as an important 
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workplace preference. Keeping these themes in mind and attending to individual preferences 
may help to reduce the unemployment rate of this population slowly over time.  
Limitations 
 The present study is comprised of a small sample size and conclusions should be drawn 
cautiously. The current study is only comprised of individuals residing in one geographic region 
of the country. Psychiatric diagnoses may not have been reported accurately as they were self-
reported and may have been underreported or overreported. Additionally, the sample of 
participants was predominantly white, with only two individuals representing a minority race. 
Lack of racial diversity within the sample is a notable limitation as preferences and opinions of 
those from minority racial groups are not well represented in the findings. Finally, the study was 
limited to participants with an IQ above 70. Because of this exclusion criteria, the entire 
spectrum of individuals with autism is not represented within this study.  
Future Research Directions 
 The current study focused on gathering information related to what is positive about the 
work environment and work community from the perspectives of individuals with ASD. In the 
future, it would be beneficial to understand potential barriers in work environments that are 
perceived as unhelpful or hindering integration into work communities, from the perspective of 
individuals with ASD. Understanding aspects of work environments this population perceives as 
negative may inform decisions regarding which employment settings should be avoided by this 
population.   
Given that the current study was conducted in one specific geographic region, it may be 
helpful to replicate it in different parts of the country. VR offices operate differently within states 
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and between states. Developing an understanding of how VR serves this population in different 
regions of the country could be beneficial as well.  
 In the future, it would also be beneficial to directly ask participants how the symptoms of 
their psychiatric diagnoses impact their ability to function at work, as this was not included in the 
current study. This might provide insight into how the presence of psychiatric diagnoses directly 
impacts preferences in the workplace and feelings of work community integration.  
 Finally, it may also be useful to interview employers to identify the characteristics of 
employers who hire employees with ASD. Determining the level of knowledge employers have 
regarding individuals with ASD and how this impacts their hiring trends could be useful. This 
information could be used to develop demand-side interventions to increase employer awareness 
about ASD.  
Conclusion 
 
The results of the current study are consistent with past research (Chen et al., 2015), in 
that many participants considered VR as supportive of better employment outcomes. Participants 
also revealed possible areas for improvement related to VR service provision including 
increasing the speed of service provision and providing more opportunities for individual 
interventions. From the themes identified related to the work environment, adults with ASD 
prefer supportive work environments where they can be independent, confident, mentally 
stimulated and have the ability to self-advocate. Importantly, despite the potential for difficulty 
with social interaction among coworkers (Muller et al., 2017), workplace relationships emerged 
as an important component to integrating successfully into the community. Attending to 
individual preferences in the workplace can allow rehabilitation counselors to successfully 
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